Protocadherins and diversity of the cadherin superfamily.
Recent cadherin studies have revealed that many cadherins and cadherin-related proteins are expressed in various tissues of different multicellular organisms. These proteins are characterized by the multiple repeats of the cadherin motif in their extracellular domains. The members of the cadherin superfamily are divided into two groups: classical cadherin type and protocadherin type. The current cadherins appear to have evolved from a protocadherin type. Recent studies have proved the cell adhesion role of classical cadherins in embryogenesis. In contrast, the biological role of protocadherins is elusive. Circumstantial evidence, however, suggests that protocadherins are involved in a variety of cell-cell interactions. Since protocadherins, and many other new cadherins as well, have unique properties, studies of these cadherins may provide insight into the structure and biological role of the cadherin superfamily.